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Modern historians investigate a variety of specialized subjects, such as specific 
social movements and historical reading habits. A growing body of history research looks 
at the roles that animals have played in the past. This study investigates the ways in 
which academic historians locate archival materials related to animals. These historians 
work with materials that are inherently not authored by their subjects and face challenges 
that might differ from those of historians researching more traditional topics. To 
understand how these scholars search for these materials and their opinions on potential 
changes, the study consisted of three semi-structured interviews with historians who work 
on animal-related histories. I transcribed the interviews and then coded and analyzed the 
transcripts. Knowledge of how niche researchers, such as animal-related historians, 
operate may help reference and technical services archivists provide higher quality 









The purpose of the project is to vocalize the ways in which these historians search 
for a group in the archival record that is often difficult to find -- animals. Animals exist in 
archival documents because of human action, and it is also human decision that results in 
animals appearing in finding aids for archival collections. These features of archives 
impact the ways historians search for animal-related items. This study specifically asks: 









To understand the world in which historians who research animals operate, a 
review of scholarly literature is necessary. First, a brief look at the types of works 
published on historical animals is helpful in understanding their authors. The next section 
is an examination of the information seeking behaviors of academic historians in general, 
as well as how animal-focused historians might differ from other historians. The last 
section considers the recent changes in the archival field and its potential effect on the 
search processes of historians. 
It is important to understand exactly what historians are producing related to 
animals. People have always written about animals, but the majority of past works have 
focused on how to raise animals or were outliers in the history field. Historians have 
commented on a more general shift in the last few decades towards animal-related 
history, including Hilda Kean in 2015, Etienne Benson in 2011, and Harriet Ritvo in 
2002. There are many different contexts in which authors write about animals, including 
their role as pets, in hunting, in the identities of indigenous groups, as social markers, and 
more. An example of animal-focused history is J.D. Blaisdell’s 1999, “The Rise of Man’s 
Best Friend.” This work examines how the 1796 English dog tax reflects changes in pet 
ownership and health concerns in London. Blaisdell mentions the types of sources 
consulted for this work, including tax records, law records, church accounts, newspapers,  
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magazines, pamphlets, poetry, and even a human gravesite. Sarah Hand 
Meacham refers to her use of newspapers and law records in her 2011 article, “Pets, 
Status, and Slavery in the Late Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake”. Meacham also 
mentions using diaries and letters, as well as portrait paintings and probate records. Her 
look into the world of pet-keeping in the late colonial Chesapeake region discusses how 
royalty influenced this practice. Another historian, Antony Taylor, analyzes how the 
British royal practice of hunting affected people’s perception of the monarchy in the early 
1900s, as well as changing views on animal abuse and its place in public (2004). Taylor 
also mentions using newspapers and journals, as well as published versions of letters. 
Jonathan Burt uses similar sources as the previous scholars, such as newspapers and 
various official records, in his 2001 article on how animals, including those in zoos and 
research centers, have played a role in the history of electricity. Betts, Hardenberg, and 
Stirling’s 2005 article, “How Animals Create Human History: Relational Ecology and the 
Dorset–Polar Bear Connection” differs from the other histories as the authors primarily 
use three-dimensional objects as their main primary sources. As part of their exploration 
into the ways the early Dorset people of Greenland and Canada interacted with polar 
bears, they consult mini carvings, or effigies, of the creatures created by these people. As 
Dan Vandersommers mentioned in 2016, these histories are not limited to one sphere. 
Instead, animals can be found in environmental, intellectual, science and technology, 
economic, medical, global, and cultural histories. 
Non-academic work on historical animals, such as blog posts and newspaper 
articles, also demonstrate a growing interest in this field. The New York Times Insider 
published a piece by Melina Delkic on the history of New York City’s dogs through 
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photography in 2019. Delkic addresses an issue that might be a common one in 
archives: “The Times’s morgue is not organized such that a search for ‘dog’ will turn up 
all dogs; but the dogs showed up when the team least expected it” (2019). She goes on to 
talk about the importance of these accidental finds to the New York Times Insider’s 
research. A 2011 blog post by M.C. Lang on military dogs in World War Two also 
mentions the role of luck in locating these materials, as well as how the records can be 
disappointingly silent at times. 
Existing literature addresses how academic historians search for their sources. 
Most of this research centers on historians’ information seeking behavior in the context 
of the emerging digital age. In 2004, Ian Anderson sent out a survey to academic 
historians in the United Kingdom to see how these patrons hunt for primary sources. This 
study found that historians employed “a wide variety of information-seeking methods 
from following leads in print, through on-line finding aids to serendipity” (Anderson 
2004, p.82). Anderson’s study was conducted during the transition to Web 2.0, and the 
online archival world of 2004 is drastically different from that of 2020. Alexandra 
Chassanoff performed a similar study, published in 2013, that also sought to discover 
how historians search for sources. She also found that these scholars consult comparable 
publications to find leads and use digitized finding aids. In addition, Chassanoff’s study 
mentions the historians’ collaboration with both their peers and library staff. The 
historians she interviewed started their search with a perusal of online resources, such as 
databases and digitized archival collections. Once the historians found leads through 
these means, they then visited archives and used relevant physical collections.  
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Donghee Sinn and Nicholas Soares wrote an article in 2014 that also 
examines how historians search. These authors specifically talked to historians who 
published papers in the American Historical Review between 2001 and 2012. While the 
previous studies focused on the various methods historians employ, these authors only 
investigated how the historians search online. Sinn and Soares found that “historians 
show general information behaviors that researchers in other fields also have, such as 
using synonymous terms derived from original keywords, combining these terms to make 
various queries, and then iterating their searches” (2014, p. 1796). The historians 
consulted also commented on the importance of documenting the origins of digital 
sources, as well as how digital reproductions are beneficial but not always valid 
replacements for original sources.  
Another study of historians’ information seeking behavior is Wendy Duff’s 2004 
article, “Accidentally Found on Purpose”. While this paper is similar to Anderson’s in 
that it contains potentially outdated information given the rapid changes in technology 
over the last twenty years, it has similar conclusions to the other studies. Duff emphasizes 
the importance of finding aids in the research process, as well how poorly written finding 
aids can negatively affect historians’ search. Hea Lim Rhee’s 2012 article, “Modelling 
Historians’ Information Seeking Behaviour”, also notes how important finding aids are, 
as well as how librarians often have to mediate between these documents and patrons. 
Matthew Goldberg’s 2018, “Searching for the Past”, showed that historians are 
increasingly aware of the role that librarians and archivists play in their ability to find 
relevant sources. Goldberg also found that finding aids and subject guides are critical in 
the online search process.  
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A limitation of many of these survey and interview studies is the small 
number of responses. Several authors comment on low response rates and what it might 
mean about the attitudes and priorities of historians. Ian Anderson viewed the low 
response rate of his 2004 survey of UK historians as evidence of his subjects’ apathy on 
the subject of archival retrieval strategies. Donghee Sinn and Nicholas Soares (2014) also 
commented on how the low response rate of their anonymous survey makes response bias 
probable, and they cannot know how accurately their sample represents all academic 
historians. Wendy Duff (2002) conducted interviews, as will this study, and noted that a 
small sample size means that she cannot make the assumption that all academic historians 
act in similar ways. This paper experiences similar constraints on generalizability.  
While it is apparent that the academic historians consulted across all of these 
surveys use similar search processes, it is worthwhile to consider how these methods 
might differ for historians who specifically research animal-related subjects. To date, 
there have not been studies on how these specific historians work. However, there are 
several articles published by historians in the field on their perceptions of their work. 
These works tend to question whether animal history is a subfield or rather a broadening 
of existing sub-fields, and there are advocates for both positions. In these sources there is 
an acknowledgement of the “newness” of animal-related histories, and reasonings behind 
the relatively recent emergence of them. Erica Fudge mentions a joke article published in 
1974 that claims that the history of pets should be the next fad in the history profession. 
Fudge sees this satire as evidence that, in the last fifty years or so, the profession has 
begun to address previously unnoticed groups, of which animals are prominent examples 
(2002, p.4). As further explanation for this change, Fudge, as well as Ritvo (2002) and 
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Benson (2011), see the “animal turn” in the history profession as a reflection of 
increased awareness of animal rights and our interdependence with pets.  
Several of these historians mention the limitations they face when researching 
animals. The most obvious constraint is that “all of the available records of those lives 
have been produced by humans” (Kean, 2015, p.59). As Benson addressed in 2011, even 
the evidence left by the animals themselves, such as footprints and vocal calls, are only 
recorded and accessible because of reproduction by humans. Benson commented on the 
search strategies of historians working on animal subjects, saying that “one may use 
techniques to look for the traces of nonhuman animals in human archives that are 
superficially similar to those one uses to look for the traces of subaltern, poor, or 
disenfranchised humans in the archives of the powerful” (2011, p. 6). This historian 
appears to believe that the search methods that animal historians use in their research is 
unique.  
As previously mentioned, academic historians tend to use finding aids when 
searching for sources. These documents are tools that help researchers understand what a 
collection contains. While important to access, the creation of finding aids can be a 
lengthy process, especially if the collection is large. Historically, some archives have not 
allowed patrons to use unprocessed collections. In response to this lack of access and a 
growing backlog problem, Mark Greene and Dennis Meissner published the article 
“More Product, Less Process: Revamping Traditional Archival Processing.” This 2005 
article advocates for varying levels of processing, which might include less detailed 
finding aids, in order to make collections available as quickly as possible for researchers. 
This practice, known as MPLP in the profession, has staunch supporters and detractors. 
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Rachel Anchor (2013) and Carl Van Ness (2010) voiced a common concern 
that MPLP impacts patrons’ ability to search for relevant materials on their own, thereby 
increasing the researcher’s dependence on reference staff. It is important to know about 
MPLP and its impact on the archival field because historians using more recently 
processed collections may have difficulties using these less detailed finding aids, 
especially since they are searching for a niche topic. This paper intends, in part, to 
explore how animal historians perceive and use finding aids.  
The archival profession is changing as a result of rapidly changing digital 
technologies and MPLP. It is also becoming more aware of the need to advocate for and 
create a more diverse set of collections. While there is a lack of scholarship related to 
advocacy for animal-focused archival collections, similar works exist on other previously 
overlooked subjects, including women, indigenous groups, and the LGTBQIA+ 
community. There are common concerns that archivists have when collecting from these 
groups, such as the proper ways to describe them, intellectual property rights, and how to 
respectfully work with the materials (Anderson 2005; Baucom 2018; Engseth & Ramler 
2019). However, several of these concerns do not translate well to animal-based 
collections because, as previously mentioned, animals cannot create the documents that 
tell their story. It will be interesting to see how future archivists and historians advocate 







The purpose of this qualitative study is to investigate the ways that academic 
historians search for special collections materials related to animals. The study used 
semi-structured interviews with academic historians who have published articles or books 
on animal-related subjects. Previous studies on the information seeking behavior of 
academic historians have used both surveys and semi-structured interviews (Sinn & 
Soares, 2014; Anderson, 2004; Duff, 2002; Goldberg, 2018; Elena et al, 2010). Since the 
population of historians who work on animal-related subjects is small, interviews were a 
logical choice as they allow for more detailed responses than a survey would. Another 
reason that I chose semi-structured interviews was the benefit of adaptation during the 
interview for clarification or elaboration. Animals exist in archival documents because of 
human action, and it is also human decisions that result in animals appearing in finding 
aids for archival collections. Historians have begun to perform more research on animals 
in the last few decades, and this paper examines their experience. In addition, sharing the 
ways in which these scholars locate historical animals will perhaps provide guidance on 
ways to restore the often silent voice of these creatures.  
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Research Participants and Recruitment  
The population of interest for this study was American and Canadian historians 
who work on animal-related historical research. Historians who work on these topics are 
findable online through their publications on the subject, Twitter posts, and also through 
word of mouth. Because of the recent increase in animal-related history, many of these 
authors are still working in academia and have pages on their institutions' websites. The 
majority of these webpages provide the historians’ contact information, including their 
email addresses. I used this information to make initial contact with potential participants. 
Following IRB exemption, I contacted eleven historians through email for semi-
structured interviews.  
 
Data Collection Methods 
Out of the eleven historians I contacted, six replied to my invitation to participate. 
One responded that she was unable to participate because she was on leave for the Spring 
2020 semester. Two historians responded to my first request but did not reply to 
subsequent emails. Three historians participated in interviews conducted in February and 
March 2020. These interviews, conducted through Zoom, an online video conferencing 
service, ranged from 45 minutes to an hour. With the permission of the participants, I 
recorded the interviews through Zoom’s recording function.  
Semi-structured interviews allow for first-hand, narrative reports of how 
historians seek out their animal subjects in archival materials. Interviews also provide a 
space for the historians to explain their research and any specific methods they use. Each 
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archives and special collections is inherently unique, so this context for the 
experiences of the historians is important. When I required clarification, I was able to ask 
the participants for further information.  
Data Analysis Methods 
After completing the interviews, the audio recordings were transcribed using 
Otter.ai. This free web-based service created a fairly good transcription of each interview, 
which I then corrected. In several instances, I revised the text to correct natural patterns 
in human speech that do not appear in writing, such as the sounds that indicate thinking 
and the repetition of words. I was careful to remove only what was needed to make the 
written text easy to understand. I completed this process immediately after each 
interview. After all three interviews, I coded the transcriptions. I read through each 
transcription once and noted themes that arose. I then read through each interview again 
before coding the three transcriptions for twelve common themes. 
Limitations and Ethical Considerations  
This study was limited on several fronts. The most obvious restriction was the 
number of historians who work on the topic of animal-related history. Locating even 
eleven potential participants was time-consuming and it resulted in a small number of 
interviews. It also was difficult to coordinate interview times with busy individuals from 
different time zones in North America. The small number of interviews prevents the 
study from making generalized findings about all historians who research animals. 
In addition, my paper’s participants might deal with negative side effects such as 
loss of their time and potential backlash from archivists depending on their responses. To 
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minimize these threats, the interviewees are anonymous in the study and only 
identified by letters that correlate to their interview. However, given the niche topic and 
historians’ presence on the Internet, readers might be able to infer the identities of 
participants. I warned the interviewees of this possibility prior to their participation. They 
were also sent consent forms to look over before the interview that explained the terms of 
their involvement in the study. I communicated the length of the interview beforehand 
and tried to keep each one between 45 minutes and an hour. I also worked to find the best 
time for the interview for each participant, including rescheduling as needed.  
 
Anticipated Impact of Research 
My review of relevant literature demonstrated that there is a lack of research 
published on the information-seeking behavior of historians who focus on animal-related 
topics. While there is a hearty amount of literature about the general ways in which 
historians search for their sources in both the pre-Web 2.0 era and present, there is almost 
nothing on historians who attempt to tell the stories of animals. My study describes how 
three historians approach archives during the course of their research. Further research 
could gather more information about this patron population and their specific use of 
archives.  
Animals are a previously overlooked research topic and they cannot explicitly 
advocate for themselves. Future researchers might be able to replicate this study with 
other subjects, such as children or marginalized groups, to see if there are common search 
methods and needs. There is also potential for future research on how archivists consider 
the needs of historians working on this subject. These types of studies could show 
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reference and technical services archivists ways to improve their service for 








Results and Discussion 
The three individuals I interviewed are all historians who study animals. 
Participant A focuses primarily on animals in relation to entertainment, in the spaces of 
circuses, exotic animal shows, and dog racing. Participant B researches the history of 
animal welfare movements, as well as animals as symbols in popular culture. Lastly, 
Participant C studies the role of equines, mainly horses, as economic and technological 
tools in American history. To support confidentiality, I do not name the participants and 
use “they/them” pronouns when referring to them.  
Reasons for Researching 
 At the beginning of each interview, I asked the participant why they research 
their particular topic. I began with this question in part because it adds important context 
to the person’s work. I believe that the reason why individuals choose and pursue their 
research questions is important when trying to understand them. Participant B’s interest 
stems from a curiosity about why animals comprise “such an important part of our 
cultural imagination” (Interview B, personal communication, February 21, 2020). This 
historian emphasized how animals appear everywhere in our popular culture, including in 
songs, television and film, and internet trends. Participant B’s most current work aims to 
understand why certain animals are so present in our daily lives and culture, both in the 
past and present. While Participant B focuses on the ubiquitous nature of animal imagery 
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in popular culture, Participant A researches their topic because, despite the 
constant presence of these creatures in the past and present, historians have traditionally 
paid little scholarly attention to animals. In response to what made them interested in 
animals in history, Participant A noted that they were driven by the lack of literature on 
the topic:  
I sort of started to think about this being like a political project a little, in some 
way that, you know, animals are sort of the last group that are not having their 
story told. Even the environment is getting its story told, in some ways, or the 
planet has. I mean, geologists are writing the history of the planet in some ways, 
right? So everybody else seems to have someone and I thought, ‘Okay, the 
animals need this too’. (Interview A, personal communication, February 17, 
2020).  
Participant A believes that it is time for historians to formally study and represent animals 
in history. Lastly, Participant C commented that: “I mean, I think like a lot of historians, a 
lot of what we research is kind of rooted in lifelong interests or experiences, and I just 
always really liked horses” (Interview C, personal communication, March 3, 2020). 
Variety of Materials Consulted  
One of the study’s questions explicitly asked the interviewee about the types of 
primary sources, including archival sources, they have used. Each historian also 
mentioned sources in passing while answering other questions. There were several types 
of archival materials that the three historians mentioned consulting, the most notable 
being newspapers. Newspapers make it possible for these historians to track the 
movement of animals, especially the animals in entertainment that Participant A studies. 
They also showcase the role of animals in popular culture, through the advertisements 
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and news stories. These historians, especially Participant A, included 
advertising and other marketing materials, such as posters, in their list of sources. 
The historians also talked about the different manuscript collections that they 
found helpful. These manuscript collections vary in topic and scope, and include the 
records of the government, businesses, animal welfare organizations, and individuals. 
Participant C explained their use of government and business records. They explained 
how certain census figures and the papers of businesses, such as department stores, allow 
for the tracking of the number of horses in the United States. Additionally, Participant B 
discussed how death records for people could be used to track the movements of 
individuals who played key roles in their research on animals: “I found a lot of material 
on [the activist], first of all, by looking up his death records. So that gave me an address 
that gave me information about his family, his survivors, his age, where he was born. 
...So that became a way to investigate his life further” (Interview B, personal 
communication, February 21, 2020).   
Other sources that the historians mentioned using include publications from 
organizations, such as trade journals, agricultural magazines, programs, newsletters, and 
websites. Participants C also referred to historical how-to guides on animal rearing, 
which showcase past practices and attitudes towards horses and other animals. Novels, 
such as Black Beauty by Anna Sewell (1877) and Beautiful Joe by Marshall Saunders 
(1894), also demonstrate past perceptions of animals and can be used in conjunction with 
other sources. In addition, Participants A and C both discussed their study of the body of 
the animals they research. They talked about visiting both living and deceased animals at 
veterinary schools. Participant C said: “I think, when you're working on animal research, 
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you really need to be well versed in the physical animal. And you have to 
understand the history of the animal as a species” (Interview C, personal communication, 
March 3, 2020). The knowledge of how an animal lives, from how its body is constructed 
to how it interacts with other members of its species, helps the historians when they are 
looking for the creature in the past. 
 
Digital and Analog Sources 
In 2020, very few historians work solely with analog materials during the course 
of their research. I asked participants about the breakdown of their use of digital and 
analog sources. All of the historians talked about the change in the balance between the 
two types during the course of their career, and how they use more digital now than they 
used to. Participants A and B both claim that their most recent research project is based 
on roughly fifty percent digital sources. Those two historians also discussed their 
satisfaction with the ease of online newspapers in comparison to the difficult nature of 
analog historical newspapers, which are often cumbersome and deteriorating. All three 
historians did note that, while they love the accessibility of digital or online sources, they 
are not a perfect substitute for using the original analog items. In addition, the number of 
available digital sources does not always make research easier. Participant A and C both 
commented how information can get buried online. Participant C explained this issue 
further: “Online resources are a great gift. And like all great gifts, they also carry some 
great liabilities. As I tell my students, they tend to flood you with too many options. And 
also just like learning where to find paper resources, it's hard sometimes to figure out 
where to find online resources” (Interview C, personal communication, March 3, 2020). 
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The three historians all mentioned digitization as their preferred preservation 
method for materials that might soon be inaccessible for various reasons.  
Missing or Inaccessible Records 
While all historians have to contend with the possibility of the records they are 
looking for not existing, historians who work with animal-related history topics feel this 
challenge deeply. All three historians discussed how difficult it can be to locate or access 
relevant records. Participant A acknowledged that it can be a trial to find animals in 
existing records because of the way archivists traditionally organize collections: “So the 
problem with animals is that often there isn't anything, right. So...I use whatever I can 
get, but you know, archives and museums are not designed to catalog animal history” 
(Interview A, personal communication, February 17, 2020). Additionally, animals might 
not be mentioned at all in the surviving records because of how commonplace animals 
were, even in cities. Participant C explained this conundrum in their interview, saying 
that: “If you came to Philadelphia [today], you would never walk down the street and be 
like, ‘Oh my god, there's so many cars here!’ It's a big city. You expect there to be cars, 
right? Well, people expected there to be horses so they don't talk about them” (Interview 
C, personal communication, March 3, 2020). Another issue that the historians brought up 
in their interviews was that some of the materials that they wished to consult had not been 
donated to archives. Participant A came across this issue with their most recent research 
project and explained it as: “People who work in Vegas often come and go or they just 
don't think to donate their records. Or a lot of people are just not old enough yet to have 
donated their records, you know, so, anyway, that's missing” (Interview A, personal 
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communication, February 17, 2020). These historians are aware of the reasons 
why materials might not be available in an archive.  
Not only did the historians comment on the buried or non-existent nature of 
relevant materials, but they also expressed concern for potentially endangered items. 
Participant A mentioned their worry that original records they had used in a non-archival 
setting would be destroyed in the near future. They described a situation where the 
materials of an organization they were researching were housed at the organization itself: 
It's not really an archive, it's like the basement storeroom... And they've got a 
huge collection of stuff. And I'm worried it's all going to get thrown out. I don't 
know what's going to happen to it. It is really endangered I think… I'm trying to 
develop a relationship with them so that if, like worse comes to worse, they give it 
to [Institution Name] or something” (Interview A, personal communication, 
February 17, 2020).  
Participant B also described a similar situation, where they visited an organization and 
used its papers in its non-climate controlled attic. While these materials exist, they are not 
currently being cared for with an eye to the long term. According to Participants A and B, 
this fear has driven some historians they know to spend their research grant money on 
purchasing items, such as publications, off of public auction sites for their own personal 
archive. These purchases ensure that the materials are kept usable in some capacity. The 
study’s historians also expressed relief over the digitization of materials that are rapidly 
degrading, especially newspapers.   
 Additionally, the historians mentioned some archival collections they wished to 
consult but were unable to due to their unprocessed status at an archive. Participant B 
experienced the issue of archival collections not being available yet to the public during 
the research phase of their last book: “It took a long time for those papers to be 
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accessioned and available. By that time I was done so I couldn't look at those” 
(Interview B, personal communication, February 21, 2020). While Participant B 
expressed disappointment over not being able to access those records for that book, they 
moreover seemed excited that they or other historians could use them for future projects. 
The issue of collections existing in an archive but not being available for use in a 
Research Room is the backbone of Mark Greene and Dennis Meissner’s More Product 
Less Process approach. However, it is unknown whether the collection that Participant B 
was unable to consult was unavailable because of “more process” or not. 
Use of Peer Historians 
Based on information in the literature review, I asked the historians how often 
they use various searching methods when locating records relevant to their animal-related 
history research. First, I asked the participants how often they turn to other historians 
before or during the research phase. Past research on the information seeking behavior of 
historians have found the consultation of peers to be common. Participants A and B both 
brought up examining the bibliographies of related works as a form of conferring with 
peer historians. Participant B in particular said they find hunting through bibliographies 
to be a helpful way of clarifying their research focus: “If somebody else has done a really 
comprehensive treatment of a particular topic, I'll think like, ‘Well, you know, actually, 
this leads me to other questions that are different than this person's approach to this’” 
(Interview B, personal communication, February 21, 2020). Participant A said that 
looking at the bibliographies of other historian’s works allowed them to locate the main 
archival collection for one of their own projects. That being said, Participant A remarked 
that they rarely reach out to other historians to talk about their research. Participants B 
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and C also did not view the use of other historians as a critical part of their 
search process. However, the latter two did admit to talking to other animal history 
historians at conferences or job talks and learning about potential sources through those 
means.  
Use of Archivists 
Instead of contacting other historians, the participants each said that they prefer to 
speak directly to archivists about potential resources. During their response about why 
they do not usually consult other historians, Participant A said that “I tend to go straight 
to emailing an archive or asking librarians… because I just figure they know” (Interview 
A, personal communication, February 17, 2020). These historians have clear opinions on 
the role of archivists and institutional knowledge in their research processes. With little 
prompting, all three participants shared several specific anecdotes about past interactions 
with archivists. These stories ranged from archivists recommending collections to 
archivists quickly finding the item the historian was searching for. One thing that the 
historians said they really enjoy is when archivists know the collections of not only their 
own institutions, but also of neighboring ones. Participant B recounted two occasions 
when archivists’ knowledge of the holdings of nearby repositories helped them use their 
resources most efficiently during research visits out of state.  
 For the three historians who participated in this study, consulting archivists is an 
important step in their research process. When asked how they begin their searching for 
archival collections, Participant B replied:  
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What I'll do is I will actually reach out to the archivists and I will ask 
them specifically about, you know, this is what I'm working on… I'll list the 
particular collections that I'm interested in, and I'll ask them ‘Do you have any 
advice as to how I should proceed?’ And usually people will say, ‘Come on down, 
you know, come on over’, and we set up an appointment to meet… (Interview B, 
personal communication, February 21, 2020).  
Participant B is not alone in their willingness to turn to archivists for help. Participant C 
mentioned that they often consult the archivists to get guidelines for the best way to 
navigate vast digital and paper collections.  
Additionally, the historians explained some of the characteristics of archivists that 
they preferred. When asked about their opinions on online resources, Participant C 
brought the conversation back to archivists: “And it depends always on the helpfulness of 
the archivist. You know, there are archivists who make you feel like you shouldn't have 
come. And there are archivists that you will worship for the rest of your life because of 
their ability to listen to what you are trying to work on” (Interview C, personal 
communication, March 3, 2020). The historians explained that active listening and 
creative thinking are two of the traits that the most helpful archivists possess. The often-
buried nature of records relevant to animal related history means that historians and 
archivists need to think imaginatively about where the animals might be found. Each 
historian had an aside about an archivist in the past who was unhelpful, and their 
annoyance in each case seemed to stem from the archivists’ lack of imagination and 
knowledge about their collections. Participant C had the most emphatic opinions about 
archivists. Participant C preferred working with archivists who are the most willing to 
actively assist with research, even if they have less formal training than other archivists:  
They may not have very much training, but they may be doing a really good job 
in this archive, a better job than somebody who may have more formal training, 
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but doesn't either have the kind of mental or personal resources to really 
engage with researchers in this kind of relationship, that sort of collaborative 
teaching. You know, it really takes a real commitment to the production of 
knowledge (Interview C, personal communication, March 3, 2020).  
Participant C did allude to the fact that archivists have to weigh assisting patrons with 
long-term care for materials. However, they said that the ideal archivist does achieve a 
balance between the two.  
In addition to asking the historians about how they benefit from archivists in the 
course of their research, I also asked them how archives as institutions can better serve 
their needs. The historians all mentioned things that they have seen archives do that they 
found to be helpful. Participant A immediately answered that they like when archives 
allow them to take non-flash digital photos of paper collections. This practice makes it 
easier for the historian to consult as many items as possible, as they can take photographs 
of potential sources during their visit to the archive and then go through them later at 
their leisure. As part of their response, Participant A also said how the ability to take 
photographs can protect both the materials and the information within them:  
Something that just helps me come and do things quickly and not damage 
materials also. Because I’m very cognizant [that] every time the box comes out 
and somebody pulls the folder out, or the book comes in and gets open, right, that, 
you're getting closer to the point where this thing will have to go out of 
circulation… I've had materials, like at the New York Public Library, where they 
gave it to me and it came almost in a bag. It was so brittle and I remember looking 
at it and thinking I'll probably be the last person ever who looks at this (Interview 
A, personal communication, February 17, 2020).  
Once again, the historians seem to all worry about the long-term accessibility of the 
materials they use. To Participant A, accessibility also means being able to read difficult 
manuscript papers through the use of available transcriptions:  
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My eyeballs would have fallen out of my head from trying to read 
this… At some point in the 1950s, somebody had transcribed these things. You 
could see the letter, and then there was a typewritten thing next to it, so you could 
see what it said. That was brilliant. That was lovely. So anything that they just do 
that makes things easier for research and protects the document at the same time? 
That's really good. (Interview A, personal communication, February 17, 2020).  
The accessibility of documents also depends on how the archive or special collections 
library operates. Participant B noted that it was difficult to research at certain institutions 
because of their hours of operation being limited to only one or two days a week. 
However, they did say that they know this issue is often not the fault of archivists: “It's 
not really a criticism of the facility. It's more criticism of, you know, the lack of funding” 
(Interview B, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  
Participant C addressed how the archivists at a repository can impact their overall 
view of the archive. Again, this historian believes that archivists need to be open to new 
ideas and methods and lamented how some archivists they have encountered focus more 
on the materials than the research the materials can help generate. When asked what 
could be improved in archives to better serve them, Participant C said that: “We've all run 
into archivists who see their main job as protecting the sanctity of these materials, and 
woe be on to anybody who even wants to come in and handle them. In a perfect world 
there are no white gloves and there are lots of those foam cushions and those little velvet 
filled [weights] and you can drink coffee while you do it” (Interview C, personal 
communication, March 3, 2020). Participant C is not the only historian to touch upon the 
number of rules that archives often have. Participant A also expressed annoyance at the 
high level of security that acts as a barrier to archival materials. However, both historians 
did say they understand why the rules are in place, even if they can be vexing. 
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Additionally, Participants B and C reflected on how the knowledge and 
creativity of the archivist who creates tools, such as finding aids, is important to their 
overall usefulness. 
Finding Aids 
One of the interview questions asked the participants how often they used finding 
aids and how helpful they found them. All three historians described finding aids as being 
an important first point of entry to an archive. The availability of online finding aids 
allow the historians to browse an archive’s collections prior to a visit. Finding aids also 
give the historians an idea of potential collections that they can then discuss in person or 
remotely with reference archivists. Participant B did comment that the more 
comprehensive the online finding system is, the less likely they are to reach out to the 
archivists. While recounting a specific research visit, they described it as: “The finding 
aids were incredible… Like everything was just so perfectly, to the letter, well organized, 
that I think that that's probably why I didn't have a lot of contact with the archivists. 
Because it was just so self-evident from the organization” (Interview B, personal 
communication, February 21, 2020). In this instance, archivists still helped the historian 
in their research process, but on the back-end. Effective description of what collections 
contain resulted in a productive research visit. This anecdote demonstrates part of what 
the detractors of the More Product Less Process approach, including Rachel Anchor in 
2013, say: the more process there is, the less that archivists have to act as a mediator 
between collections and patrons.  
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 The historians in this study did say that their opinions on finding aids 
have changed over the course of their academic careers. Participant A observed how 
finding aids have become more accessible in the last few years, with more being online 
and keyword searchable than ever before. As a result of this change and also their own 
evolving attitudes, this historian uses finding aids more in their current research projects 
than before. They are also aware that finding aids reflect the opinions and background of 
both the collecting institution and the archivist who wrote the finding aid. Participant C 
said that animals are often not described in finding aids because of inattention on the part 
of the archivist: “The person who writes the finding aid is going to have a sense of what's 
important to talk about. And if horses are not on their radar, yeah, that's a separate 
category. It means that you have to figure out whether the people who created this body 
of documents were working on what you're working on” (Interview C, personal 
communication, March 3, 2020). Participant A also mentioned that animals are often not 
mentioned in the description of collections, even when they are actually present. These 
historians have to grapple with finding aids that relegate animals to supporting roles for 
humans.  
To work around the lack of description related to animals in finding aids, 
Participant B discussed having to use a variety of search terms. When I asked them to 
describe this process, they said that they begin with the “obvious” keywords first, 
including the type of animal they are researching, but then they move outward to adjacent 
words. In the specific situation they were recounting, the historian described it as: “I will 
usually start with ‘shark,’ but then like in the case of the dry dock collapsing, I'll situate 
the search terms to ‘Pearl Harbor history,’ ‘construction,’ or listing the names of the 
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construction companies that are involved because they too have records. So it's 
like this multi-layered kind of process” (Interview B, personal communication, February 
21, 2020). While this type of iterative searching can be effective, it highlights how 
archives are not set up to easily support researchers of animal history. However, 
according to Participant A, adhering to certain archival practices, such as retaining 
original order when possible, can help these historians. They said that collections that 
were rearranged by archivists can frustrate users who understand the world in which the 
original creator operated. Participant A also expressed a desire for archivists to create 
more animal-focused descriptions of collections moving forward. They commented that 
they have come across finding aids that do mention the presence of animals, but not 
accurately, including this example: “Yes, or it'll say, ‘Photograph of John Smith with 
horse’. Which horse was it? Like if it was a particularly well known horse that can be 
important. And then sometimes it's a picture of a horse and there's John Smith down in 
the corner. And I wonder why isn't it ‘Horse with John Smith’?” (Interview A, personal 
communication, February 17, 2020). 
Triangulation 
Participants B and C both emphasized how they search for a variety of sources in 
order to create the fullest picture they can of their historical animals. Participant C 
explained how they have to search as many places as possible to find relevant materials 
for their research: “When you're researching animals, you use anything you can get. 
Researching animals is a process of triangulation, that I mean there's sources that are 
directly about the animals, but you're looking for more evidence of their role in a world 
that's outside of a specific relationship” (Interview C, personal communication, March 3, 
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2020). When trying to locate as many sources as possible, the historian 
mentioned having to search for sources in a way similar to that described by Participant 
B. The two historians report beginning their search process with terms directly related to 
their topic and then altering their searches to less obvious ones. Participant C said more 
about how they come up with their search terms, saying that “it involves a lot of time 
putting my head down on my desk and thinking if I were a horse, where would I be, and 
who would be talking about me in a way that I then might leave a track record in the arc 
of the printed archives” (Interview C, personal communication, March 3, 2020). The 
search for adjacent materials is a method described in the literature review as being 
common for historians. 
Serendipity  
Several of the past works on the information seeking behavior of historians have 
commented on the role of serendipity, or luck, in the historians’ research process. I asked 
the historians about their opinions on luck in their own research. Participant A does not 
believe that luck plays an important role in their own projects. They did admit that they 
occasionally stumble into relevant sources and recounted one specific time: “And so I 
found stuff in the wrong microfilm reel…  I was looking in a film reel where I thought 
‘I'm not going to find anything here that I need’. And the stuff I exactly needed was 
buried in the middle…” (Interview A, personal communication, February 17, 2020). 
Participant B responded that luck contributes to their research process and can make 
archival research more entertaining. At the same time, they also said that happy accidents 
can be partly generated by searching comprehensively. Participant C’s answer agrees 
with that of the latter historian:  
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I was just reading something the other day about how there is no such 
thing as luck. What there is, is a good attitude and a good search strategy. I mean, 
yeah, it always feels lucky when you come across something that's really good. 
But I think you can generate that luck. By getting out there by thinking as widely 
and creatively about what it is you're really looking for as possible (Interview C, 
personal communication, March 3, 2020).  
While the historians do not rely on serendipity to find their main sources, it does appear 















Historians are a familiar type of patron in Research Rooms across the nation. 
Historians use a variety of methods to search for their sources, including consulting 
bibliographies, other historians, finding aids, and archivists. The historians in this study 
all research animals, a group which can be difficult to locate within archival collections. 
However, it is apparent that these three historians use similar methods to other historians. 
While this study is unable to make generalizations about all historians who study animals, 
it does showcase the thoughts of three historians who actively use archival resources. The 
participants see archivists as an important mediator between collections and themselves. 
These three historians also are aware of the role of archivists in creating collection 
description and other online resources, including digitized materials. The historians in 
this study all emphasized how archivists and finding aids had helped their research 
tremendously. In their interview, Participant A commented on the job of archivists: “I 
have an appreciation for the kind of work that archivists and librarians have to do in 
being presented with anything and everything and having to figure out quickly, how was 
this created? What was it for? Why might it be valuable in the future? And it's an 
imperfect process because you're never going to be an insider” (Interview A, personal 
communication, February 17, 2020). In order to best serve this population, archivists 
should be committed to both caring for materials and making them accessible. Regardless 
of the actions of archivists, both historians and archivists will have to continue to work 
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around the fact that most of these records were created by humans and not by 
the animals themselves. Further research is needed to understand the search methods and 
needs of historians who research animal-related history. It would also be worthwhile to 
study how archivists view their role in assisting patrons who work on niche topics, such 
as animals. These types of studies could elucidate new methods of making the 
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 Appendix A: Interview Questions 
Interview Guide  
1. Tell me a little about your research on animals. Why do you study animals in 
history? 
 
2. What types of sources do you use in your research? (e.g. manuscripts, 
newspapers, court records, etc.) 
 
3. Do you tend to use primarily digital or physical sources, or a mix? 
 
4. How do you start your search for primary source materials? 
 
5. How helpful are finding aids to your research? 
 
6. How often do you consult other people, such as archivists/librarians/peer 
historians, in the course of your research? 
 
7. What role does luck or serendipity play in your search, if at all? 
 
8. What kinds of things have you noticed archives doing that you liked or were 
helpful to you in you research? Or disliked? 
 
9. What can archives do to make it easier for you to perform your research? 
 
10. Is there anything else that you would like archivists to know? 
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My name is Gaby Hale and I am a MSLS student at UNC-Chapel Hill’s School of 
Information and Library Science. I am currently writing my master’s paper on how 
academic historians search for special collections materials related to animals. My 
research study will consist of interviewing historians who have worked or are currently 
working on animal-related history publications to get their thoughts on the ways they 
navigate archival collections. I located your work [NAME OF ARTICLE/BOOK] and am 
interested in hearing how you researched it, as well as any other pieces related to 
historical animals. If you are interested in participating, I would be happy to send you 
more detailed information on the study procedures.  
 









Thank you for your interest in my study on how historians search for animals in the 
archives! I am excited to hear more about your research if you decide to participate. I 
intend to complete semi-structured interviews using Zoom in February. These interviews 
will be recorded and a transcription will be made from these recordings. If decide that 
you would not like to be recorded, I will take typed or handwritten notes instead. 
Identifiable information, such as your name, title, place of work, etc. will not be included 
in these transcriptions or in the final paper. If I do use direct quotes from you, I would 
identify you with a letter (A, B, C, and so on) in order to differentiate between voices in 
the study. 
 
Please let me know your availability for an interview, as well as any other questions that 
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Appendix C: Consent Form 
Consent for Participation in Study 
Title of Study: Fantastic Beasts and How to Find Them: An Examination of How 
Historians Search for Animals in the Archives. 
Principal Investigator: Gabrielle Hale, Graduate Student 
UNC-Chapel Hill Department: School of Information and Library Science  
Faculty Advisor: Cal Lee, Professor 
Study Contact telephone number: 404-217-5367 
Study Contact email: ghale@live.unc.edu 
Faculty Advisor Contact telephone number: 919-962-7024 
Faculty Advisor email: callee@ils.unc.edu 
_________________________________________________________________ 
What are some general things you should know about research studies? 
You are being asked to take part in a research study. To join the study is voluntary. You 
may refuse to join, or you may withdraw your consent to be in the study, for any reason, 
without penalty. 
Research studies are designed to obtain new knowledge. This new information may help 
people in the future. You may not receive any direct benefit from being in the research 
study. There also may be risks to being in research studies. 
Details about this study are discussed below. It is important that you understand this 
information so that you can make an informed choice about being in this research study. 
You will be given a copy of this consent form. You should ask the researchers named 
above, or staff members who may assist them, any questions you have about this study at 
any time. 
What is the purpose of this study? 
To investigate the ways in which academic historians who research topics related to 
animals locate their archival/special collections sources. 
How many people will take part in this study? 
If you decide to be in this study, you will be one of approximately 5-10 people in this 
research study. 
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How long will your part in this study last? 
The interview will take less than one hour. You can choose to stop the interview at any 
time. 
 What will happen if you take part in the study? 
I will ask you questions about your work with historical animal research and archival 
materials. I will take notes about what you say and you will be recorded. These 
recordings will be transcribed and analyzed, along with interviews from other historians. 
You do not have to answer any questions that you do not wish to answer, for any reason. 
If you do not wish to be recorded, please let me know and I will take only written notes. 
What are the possible benefits from being in this study? 
Research is designed to benefit society by gaining new knowledge. Your participation is 
important to help archivists understand the ways we can improve service to researchers 
such as yourself. 
What are the possible risks or discomforts involved from being in this study? 
The only risk to you might be if your identity were ever revealed through deductive 
disclosure (because of your unique research topic). This could potentially result in 
professional embarrassment. To minimize this risk I will keep all identifiers separate 
from the data I am collecting. There are no other expected risks to you for helping me 
with this study. 
How will your privacy be protected? 
All the information I receive from you during this interview, including your name and 
any other identifying information, will be strictly confidential. I will not identify you or 
use any information (such as your name, location, nationality, or gender) that would 
make it possible for anyone to identify you in any presentation or written reports about 
this study. If it is okay with you, I might want to use direct quotes from you, but these 
would only be quoted as coming from “a participant” or “a historian.” If I do decide to 
quote from you, I may also identify you as “participant [insert letter]” in order to 
differentiate between the voices in the study. I will not associate any gender, age, 
profession, specific title, or other specific information with these direct quotes. I will not 
include the name of your institution or project in any report or presentation. However, I 
might mention your specific research if needed to explain why you use specific archival 
sources or search strategies. Because of your topic, people might be able to deduce your 
identity from this information alone. If you are concerned about this possibility, we can 
work together to determine a way to further protect your identity. When I finish with all 
the interviews from everyone who has agreed to participate, I will group all the answers 
together in any report or presentation. There will be no way to identify individual 
participants other than those already mentioned.  
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Will you receive anything for being in this study? 
I am not going to pay you for your information, but your information is very important to 
this study. 
Will it cost you anything to be in this study? 
There are no costs for being in the study other than your time. 
What if you have questions about this study? 
You have the right to ask, and have answered, any questions you may have about this 
research. If you have questions, or concerns, please contact me at ghale@live.unc.edu or 
404-217-5367. 
What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 
All research on human volunteers is reviewed by a committee that works to protect your 
rights and welfare. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research 
subject you may contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board at 
919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
Thank you for helping me with this study. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Title of Study: Fantastic Beasts and How to Find Them: An Examination of How 
Historians Search for Animals in the Archives. 
Principal Investigator: Gabrielle Hale 
Participant’s Agreement: 
I have read the information provided above. I have asked all the questions I have at this 
time. I voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. 
 
 
Signature of Research Participant                                                     Date 
 
 




Signature of Research Team Member Obtaining Consent               Date 
 
 
Printed Name of Research Team Member Obtaining Consent        Date 
